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Abstract 
Writing center tutors must practice being empathetic with the students they work with. Students 
tend to feel their writing is a representation of their worth. As tutors, especially in the online 
setting, we must find ways to connect with students as collaborators, learners, and fellow writers. 
This requires that we remember that the student and their wellbeing are more important than the 
writing. This also means that we should focus on the writer and their development over the 
expectations we or their professors may hold. Empathy is an important soft skill that we must 
practice, develop, and put to use to benefit the students we tutor and our own future.  
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Soft Skills: The Importance of Empathy in an Online Writing Center Appointment 
 The writing center can be an intimidating place. I recall feeling slightly nervous coming 
in for my very first appointment. I was visiting for help finding an appropriate writing sample for 
a job interview and was also hoping to see what the Writing Center was all about. Most of my 
fears centered in a feeling of personal worth connected to my writing. It is completely normal to 
feel some anxiety when approaching a new experience, but the writing center creates an extra 
level of concern because most people tie at least a small part of their self-image to their writing. 
We do not want to cut this tie between student writing and who they are because this is what 
makes their writing special. However, it is important for us as writing center tutors, especially in 
the online setting, to create a connection with students through empathy. Empathy is a soft skill 
that is greatly valued in the workplace as well as interpersonal relationships. Empathy is a term 
used to refer to many experiences, but I am referring to empathy as the ability to discern another 
person’s emotions and imagine or relate to how that person is feeling (“Empathy definition: what 
is empathy?”). Writing tutors who use empathy are able to establish a more comfortable 
environment, manage expectations, and set the stage for an effective appointment. 
 The beginning of a writing center appointment is an important time where we must 
establish rapport and connection with the student. Showing empathy in these few minutes can 
make the tutor-student relationship much more comfortable. This relationship should not be one 
of authority over another, but one of collaboration. The Bedford Guide mentions that sitting side-
by-side in an appointment helps avoid feelings of varied authority between student and tutor. 
Because we cannot sit side-by-side in online writing center meetings, this feeling of equality can 
be harder to achieve. We can show empathy most simply through asking genuine questions and 
listening intently to students’ answers. Showing the student that we can understand and relate to 
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them can lower feelings of intimidation and hopefully make the student more comfortable in 
opening up about their writing.  
A focus on empathy can help tutors prioritize the writer and their comfort. As a tutor, 
there are many things we must juggle during a writing center appointment. Thoughtful responses 
to student writing, time management, concise answers to questions, and active listening are just a 
few of the things we must balance during our short appointments. In evaluating the tutoring 
practices we strive to fulfill, there are two common ideas that connect them all. The first, and 
most obvious, is that we want to help the student with their writing. This is where the 
effectiveness of our appointment comes in. When we know how to identify problems and help 
students fix them, we can use time wisely in our appointments. Secondly, we strive to connect 
with students by implementing empathy. This introduces another face of effective meetings 
where we create a positive experience that encourages students to return for help later on. The 
consistent use of both kinds of tutoring practices (those that help us connect with students and 
those that guide us in helping them with their writing) allow us to develop as professionals and 
helps the student feel welcome to come back again.  If we establish this welcoming feeling in the 
first five minutes of an appointment, we have set the stage for an effective appointment.  
 Focusing on empathy between tutor and student also helps to manage expectations, 
specifically of the tutor. When we, as tutors, read a paper and prepare comments for our 
appointment it is easy to develop a “game plan” in our minds of where this appointment will go. 
It is not necessarily wrong to do so because this helps us use time effectively (or as we deem 
effectively) during the meeting. But if we are not willing to let the student and their concerns 
come first, we can easily overwhelm them with our vision for their writing. When we think of 
the student’s experience first, we can remember that other concerns come second to those of the 
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student. Putting ourselves in students shoes creates a valuable connection through which we can 
collaboratively set expectations for a writing center appointment.  
When we approach students’ concerns about grades with empathy, we can help them 
value their writing and their personal experience, not just their paper’s grade. If we, as tutors, see 
papers as being written only for professors and are more focused on the professor’s expectations 
than the student’s experience we may forget the student’s writing experience and the importance 
of helping them understand writing principles. When we view the student’s writing through an 
empathetic lense, we are able to see that their mistakes may not simply be mistakes, but 
opportunities to learn and teach one another, both student and tutor. In the WLN Writing Center 
Journal, Sue Dintz describes some implications of favoring the professor’s expectations: “With 
this view, some new tutors do not see students as having much agency in their papers, and 
instead see their role as limited to helping students understand assignments and meet teacher 
expectations.” All students have felt the pressure to satisfy their teacher with their work. And as 
tutors it can be instinctual to worry about the professor’s response to a paper before we worry 
about the student. This is where it is important to practice empathy. I have worked with students 
whose focus is on matching assignment instructions and meeting the rubric standards. In these 
situations, I encourage students to share their personal experience working on this writing. As 
they share, I can start to tell that the topic has gained meaning to them and they get excited to 
share what they’ve learned. It also helps me see their perspective, strengthening the empathetic 
connection between student and tutor. The key is balance. By taking a moment to connect with 
students as learners who wish to succeed in class as well as remain true themselves, we prove to 
students their own importance. 
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 Finally, empathy can ease anxiety for the student. As we have just reached one year of 
the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, we are still in a highly tense time. Students are facing 
many challenges including financial pressures, academic burdens, and personal hardships. When 
a person enters the online writing center environment, they may be very sensitive to any criticism 
and feedback we will give. By taking those few introductory minutes to gauge their feelings and 
empathize with their situation, we can approach their writing more appropriately. Sometimes a 
student just needs a little confidence boost and an assurance that they are doing better than they 
think they are. Others are in need of a listening ear. It is perfectly okay if an appointment is spent 
easing some anxiety rather than strictly improving writing. People will always be more important 
than the problems we perceive, and, if we can prove that during an appointment, we will have 
made a positive impact on the lives of our peers and our college environment.  
 Empathy is a skill. Skills require practice. If we take the time now to practice empathy, 
our time spent as a tutor will be greatly beneficial to our future success as future professionals 
and citizens of our communities. It will also have a positive impact on  the students we tutor. 
Empathy bridges the distance between computer screens, providing tutors with experiences in 
creating connection and students with a confidence boost to carry them through their next 
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